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Background:

Australian jurisdictional COVID-19 physical distancing measures have adapted in
response to levels of community transmission. Using data from an online cohort of
Australian gay and bisexual men (GBM) we investigate ecological associations
between distancing restrictions, COVID-19 notifications, and participants’ sexual
behaviour.

Methods:

Since May 2020, 746 GBM completed 44 weekly surveys (3 May 2020 — 7 March
2021) including questions about sex with non-relationship partners (fuckbuddies and
casual partners). Multiple join point models were used to identify changes in trends
of mean number of non-relationship partners and, specifically, sex with casual
partners. Using jurisdictional COVID-19 notification data we mapped these against
each model.

Results:

Weekly sample sizes ranged from 339 to 524. For mean number of weekly non-
relationship partners there was an overall continuous increase over time (0.53-1.18,
p<0.001). In NSW, the trend increased to week 17 (24-30 August 2020) and then
stabilised. In Victoria, the trend shifted three times: partner numbers increased to
week 5 (1-7 June 2020), decreased to week 15 (10-16 August 2020), and increased
to week 32 (7-13 December 2020), slightly declining thereafter. The model for sex
with casual partners showed an overall increasing linear trend over time (19.9%-
20.6%, p<0.001). However, for Victoria, the proportions reporting casual sex
increased to week 5 (1-7 June 2020), decreased to week 15 (10-16 August 2020),
increased to week 29 (16-22 November 2020), and slightly decline thereafter. Join
points in both models broadly coincided with trends in COVID-19 notifications with
reductions in partner numbers occurring slightly ahead of lockdowns and partner
numbers were slow to rebound after restrictions eased.

Conclusion:

Australian GBM adjusted their sexual activity in response to jurisdictional COVID-19
notification rates. While sex with non-relationship partners has generally increased
since the initial responses to the pandemic, this occurred slowly, suggesting ongoing
caution in sexual partnering among GBM as restrictions eased.
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